‘THE REGION’S WINEMAKERS ARE MODERNIZING

AND INTRODUCING NEW VARIETIES TO ATONE

FOR THE ZINS OF THE PAST.

BY STEVE HEIMOFF

When it comes to wine, it seems like
there are two Californias.

First, there’s the coast. That's where the action is, where cult wines are born and trends
arise. The coast is the engine that drives wine quality in California. %

Then there’s the interior. It’s usually seen as a sleepy place just trying to get by. And
nowhere is interior California’s wine country symbolized better than by the Sierra Foothills.

At 2.6 million acres, the Foothills is California’s third biggest American Viticultural Area,
behind only the Central Coast and the North Coast. Like them, jt was authorized (in 1987) as
ahodge-podge appellation, in an attempt to unify wines of its eight counties under a label of
origin other than “California.”

Spread along the flanks of the majestic Sierra Nevada, the region has much going for it:
scenic vistas, Gold Rush towns, wild rivers, thick forests of Ponderosa pine and, higher up,
the ski resorts and casinos of Lake Tahoe. But when it comes to wine, the Sierra Foothills has
been resting on its laurels.

And very old laurels they are. By the 1850s, Amador and El Dorado counties boasted
hundreds of wineries. Planted mainly to Zinfandel, their wines satisfied the gold miners’
insatiable thirst, and fueled the raucous activities of San Francisco’s infamous Barbary Coast.

In the past, I have not been a big fan of Foothills wines. Many have been rustic, showing
classic faults of overripe, raisiny grapes, high alcohol, residual sugar and, in some cases,
mold. I've attributed this to the fact that a lot of the wineries sell a huge quantity of inexpen-
sive wine directly through their tasting rooms to undiscriminating tourists, so there’s
no motive on their owners’ part to fix what ain’t broken. I've wondered if some of the
proprietors even taste the world’s great wines, to understand where the goalposts—and their
own limitations—Ilay. It’s been a classic case of “cellar palate.”
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